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BACKGROUND AND PREAMBLE



IS THE SELF AN ILLUSION?

Philosophy

David Hume (Treatise of Human Nature, 1739-1940)

“When I enter most intimately into what I call myself I always 

stumble on some particular perception or other … and never 

can observe anything but the perception.”
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Philosophy

David Hume (Treatise of Human Nature, 1739-1940)

“When I enter most intimately into what I call myself I always 

stumble on some particular perception or other … and never 

can observe anything but the perception.”

* We cannot observe ourselves, or what we are, in a unified way. 

* We can never be directly aware of ourselves, only of what we are 

experiencing at any given moment.
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IS THE SELF AN ILLUSION?

Philosophy

John Searle

"Whenever I grab my forehead and wonder, 'Where is the self?' all I 

get is a kind of headache. I feel my hand pushing against my head; 

I may feel a vague hangover from last night. But in addition to all of 

my particular experiences, there isn't any self."

Colin McGinn

“We really don't know what that thing ['I'] is at all, except as the 

bearer of mental states.”

Susan Blackmore

“If you look at what a body and a brain are, there's no room for a 

thing called a 'self' that sort of sits in there and has experiences.”



IS THE SELF AN ILLUSION?

Sociology and Social Psychology

Jacques Derrida (1930–2004)

Social Constructionism

* Sociologists Peter Ludwig Berger and Thomas Luckmann

* Psychologists Erving Goffman and Kenneth/Mary Gergen

Qualitative Psychology
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 Human nature is an empty vessel or ‘blank slate’ that is solely to 

be filled by social-cultural influences (Pinker, 2003)
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Dominant Social Science Paradigm of 20th Century

 Human nature is an empty vessel or ‘blank slate’ that is solely to 

be filled by social-cultural influences (Pinker, 2003)

Cultural Psychology

 The individual or independent self is an invention of Western 

culture; the rest of the world has a collective or interdependent 

self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991)

 Self-enhancement is a uniquely Western phenomenon; members of 

Eastern culture have no need for self-enhancement and do not 

self-enhance (Heine et al., 1997)



THE SELF AND SELF-ENHANCENT/SELF-

PROTECTION ARE REAL

 Are evolutionary adaptations

(Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997, 2000)

 Are genetically influenced

(Luo et al., 2016, 2020)

 Have a neuronal basis

(Cai et al., 2016; Izuma et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2018)

 Are universal

(Sedikides, 2020; Sedikides et al., 2015)



SELF-ENHANCEMENT AND SELF-PROTECTION

Are part of the biological system, protecting against 

intruders and contributing to homeostasis/wellbeing
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HOW HAVE SELF-ENHANCEMENT AND SELF-

PROTECTION VIEWED OVER THE YEARS?

WAVE I.

Deviations from normative standards =             

instances of human irrationality

WAVE II.

Deviations form normative standards (biases) = 

fortuitous exceptions to an adaptive system

WAVE III.

Integral part of an adaptive (bio-psychological) system



ROLE OF MOTIVATION AND AFFECT

Descartes (“ex cogito ergo sum”) situated cognition at the helm of 

consciousness / personal identity:

 People are thinking beings who happen to have feelings 

(computer metaphor: cold vs. hot cognition)



ROLE OF MOTIVATION AND AFFECT

Descartes (“ex cogito ergo sum”) situated cognition at the helm of 

consciousness / personal identity:

 People are thinking beings who happen to have feelings 

(computer metaphor: cold vs. hot cognition)

Advocated View

People are feeling (and motivated) beings who think



THE HOMEOSTATIC MODEL

OF IDENTITY PROTECTION
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KEY THESES

I. In the face of threat (and the disruption of homeostasis), 

personal identity is consolidated via self-protection and self-

enhancement, the action of the psychological immune 

system

II. As a result of the dual motives’ action (i.e., psychological 

immunity), the person attains psychological homeostasis

III. Psychological homeostasis conduces to subjective 

wellbeing

IV. Subjective wellbeing contributes to environmental 

control (i.e., has evolutionary significance)



ON THE FIRST AND SECOND THESIS

OF THE IDENTITY PROTECTION MODEL

I.   In the face of threat (and the disruption of  

homeostasis), personal identity is consolidated via 

self-protection and self-enhancement, the action of 

the psychological immune system

II. As a result of the dual motives’ action (i.e., 

psychological immunity), the person attains 

psychological homeostasis
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Anything that diminishes self-views (i.e., creates a 
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induces negative affect



SELF-THREAT

Self-Threat:

Anything that diminishes self-views (i.e., creates a 

discrepancy between desired and actual self) and 

induces negative affect

 Unfavorable social or performance feedback

 Material or status deterioration

 Doubt-induced rumination on real or imagined deficiencies

 Meaninglessness, mortality awareness



PERSONAL IDENTITY

IDENTITY THEMES

Goals or projects

o achieving financial wellbeing

o sustaining rewarding interpersonal relationships

o becoming a good parent

o improving one’s health and fitness



PERSONAL IDENTITY

IDENTITY THEMES

SELF-VIEWS

 Summaries about one or more areas of an identity theme (traits)
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PERSONAL IDENTITY

IDENTITY THEMES

SELF-VIEWS

NARRATIVES (ranging from specific to global)

 reparative: excuses and justifications following negative 

experiences

 preemptive: constructed in the everyday process of …

* ruminating on experiences

* comparing present and past circumstances

* explaining actions and goals

* conducting internal monologues and hypothetical dialogues

* imagining hypothetical scenarios, fantasizing

* projecting into the future



PERSONAL IDENTITY: MORE ON NARRATIVES

 Psychological immunity pervades mental life the 

same way biological immunity pervades cellular life

As the biological immune system routinely 

manufactures leukocytes for use against microbial 

invaders, the psychological immune system develops 

narratives to counter or negate self-threats
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PERSONAL IDENTITY AND IMMUNITY

 Spreading: In the presence of threat, narrative 

influence—protecting and enhancing—spreads 

throughout the network

 Mutation: negative self-evaluation in one identity 

theme/self-view extends to another

 Roll out: positive self-evaluation in one identity 

theme/self-view extends to others (self-affirmation)



PERSONAL IDENTITY, TREAT, AND 

PSYCHOLOGIAL IMMUNIZATION

Figure 1. An immunity network centered on an identity theme



PERSONAL IDENTITY, TREAT, AND 

PSYCHOLOGIAL IMMUNIZATION

Figure 2. An immunity network involving multiple identity themes, 
with multiple self-views and narratives within each



PERSONAL IDENTITY, TREAT, AND 

PSYCHOLOGIAL IMMUNIZATION

Figure 3. Two identity themes illustrating paths that link 
narratives and self-views throughout a network



SEVEN PSYCHOLOGICAL IMMUNITY PRINCIPLES



PRINCIPLE #1

Automatic Monitoring

The psychological immune system monitors the internal 

(thoughts, perceptions) and external environment for 

threats

When detected, narratives can be deployed to defend 

against threats



PRINCIPLE #2

Innate vs. Adaptive Immunity

Preemptive narratives/self-views (deployed against common 

threats) vs. reparative narratives/self-views (constructed 

against novel threats)

Derivation: Preemptive narratives/self-views may be 

prioritized over reparative narratives/self-views



PRINCIPLE #3

Memory for Previous Invasions

Successful narratives are recruited more frequently …

and so are most recently successful narratives or 

thematically similar narratives



PRINCIPLE #4

Flexibility

 Adjusting a narrative to apply to many threatened self-

views or identity themes

 Re-prioritizing a narrative

 Switching to a new narrative (compensatory self-inflation)



PRINCIPLE #5

Efficiency

The psychological immune system benefits from a 

proportionate response to threat (attacking a small threat 

with a simple narrative rather than a complex one or a 

barrage of narratives)

… thus reserving resources for more serious threats



PRINCIPLE #6

Strengthening by Exposure

Exposure to weak threats stimulates successful counter-

narratives;

These available narratives are easily recruited against 

future threats, thus galvanizing immunity



PRINCIPLE #7

Affect Plays a Role in Psychological Immunity

Affective states can …

 influence interpretation of, and memory for, past 

experiences

 fuel narrative drift (from slightly positive to more positive)

 change the homeostasis fixed set point



SO

Psychological immunity confers the most 

favorable emotional life that people can attain, 

given their life circumstances and resources



ON THE THIRD AND FOURTH THESIS

OF THE IDENTITY PROTECTION MODEL

III. Psychological homeostasis conduces to 

subjective wellbeing

IV. Subjective wellbeing contributes to 

environmental control (i.e., has evolutionary 

significance)



Benefits of Psychological Homeostasis

 Emotion regulation helps to …

o counter negative thoughts and moods

o facilitate goal pursuit: delaying gratification, 

maintaining satisfying interpersonal relationships, 

making effective decisions



Benefits of Subjective Wellbeing

Subjective wellbeing is associated with increased

 likeability and sociability

 energy and optimism

 confidence and self-efficacy

 originality and goal-pursuit

 prosocial behavior

 coping and physical health
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